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An attempt by President Bill Clinton's administration to increase cooperation with Cuba on drug
interdiction apparently collapsed under pressure from hard-line Cuban exile leaders and their
allies in Congress. Barry McCaffrey, director of the Office of National Drug Control Policy, who
previously had expressed interest in improving relations with Havana on the drug issue, turned
down a suggestion from President Fidel Castro that the two governments sign a drug-cooperation
agreement.
In June, the Clinton administration sent mid-level State Department and Coast Guard officials
to Havana for talks on drug cooperation. The Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was not
represented at the meeting. The talks centered on improving communications between the two
governments and stationing a Coast Guard officer and drug-testing equipment in Havana. At
present, US anti-narcotics agencies have no formal channels for cooperation. They have telex but no
telephone or radio communication with their Cuban counterparts.
Also in June, Rep. Charles Rangel (D-NY) introduced a bill instructing the administration to
open talks with Cuba on drug interdiction. "It is obscene to say we won't talk with the Cubans
about keeping drugs from our shores because we don't like their politics," he said. Although
administration officials assured anti-Castro leaders that the talks were technical and did not
represent a change in US Cuban policy, the Havana meeting unleashed what appeared to be a
coordinated attack against any cooperation on drugs.
Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL) denounced the meeting, saying it gave Castro "credibility" even
though he is "notorious" for working with drug traffickers. Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL) said the
Clinton administration had quashed a federal grand jury indictment against the Castro government
for drug smuggling despite what he called "massive" evidence.
On July 1, House International Relations Committee Chair Rep. Ben Gilman (R-NY) and Rep. Dan
Burton (R-IN) co-sponsored a bill calling for the State Department to put Cuba on its list of major
drug-transit countries. Such a move would force the Clinton administration into annual certification
of Cuba's cooperation in the US war on drugs.

Sen. Helms threatens administration with criminal charges
On July 13, Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC), chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and Rep.
Gilman asked Clinton to stop US officials from providing Cuba with air-traffic information for antidrug purposes. "Sharing such information would expose US officials to criminal liability for the
shooting down of civilian planes by the Cubans," they said. The reference was to civilian planes
belonging to a Miami Cuban-exile group that were shot down by Cuban jet fighters in 1996 (see
NotiSur, 1996-03-01).
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The letter warned that US officials cooperating with Cuba could be subject to criminal prosecution
under current laws prohibiting such cooperation. The letter said that, while Helms and Gilman
believed the US should exhaust all means to fight drugs, in the case of Cuba, cooperation would
only allow Castro to divert attention from the charges brought in US courts that the Cuban
government was involved in drug trafficking. Castro invites US to sign anti-drug pact In his annual
July 26 speech commemorating the start of the Cuban Revolution, Castro invited the US to join Cuba
in a formal agreement on drug interdiction and recited a lengthy history of US refusals to work
directly with Cuba on anything other than a case-by-case basis.
Castro accused the Miami-based Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) and its
congressional supporters of sabotaging efforts to establish an "essential and necessary" accord
between Washington and Havana. He claimed the Clinton administration had caved in to rightwing pressure by ordering a review of allegations that Cuba was directly involved in the drug trade
when all relevant US government agencies, including the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI),
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the State Department, and the DEA have dismissed such
accusations.
Clinton's order includes a review of evidence collected by a federal grand jury in 1993 of alleged
connections between Defense Minister Raul Castro and drug traffickers. The Miami Herald said
the final report is not due until October, which will put cooperation efforts on hold for several
months. The review convinced Castro that the CANF and its allies in Congress "had paralyzed the
administration, which was beginning to take steps toward more efficient drug-trafficking control."
"Any sensible and constructive initiative by the US administration sets off the shouting, hysteria,
and blackmail of a mob that acts as if it owned the United States. That, of course, leads to
conciliatory [administration] gestures that weaken or postpone the decision regarding a policy that
is most correct and advisable for the interests of the US itself."
On July 30, drug czar McCaffrey rejected Castro's proposed bilateral agreement. He said US
concerns about the lack of democracy in Cuba and the possible collapse of its Marxist economy
make it difficult to maintain a coherent relationship with the island.
A dialogue with Cuba will have to wait until Cuba is free, he said. Just one month before the Havana
talks, McCaffrey enraged some exile leaders for praising Cuba's anti-drug efforts and for rejecting
claims of Cuban involvement in drug trafficking (see NotiCen, 1999-06-03). [Sources: The Miami
Herald, 07/23/99; Reuters, 06/25/99; Agence France-Presse, 07/14/99; Notimex, 07/08/99, 07/14/99;
Associated Press, 06/22/99, 06/25/99, 07/27/99, 07/29/99; The Dallas Morning News, 07/30/99; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 06/19/99, 07/31/99; Granma International (Cuba), 08/03/99]
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